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This thesis examines to what extent the shetani icon in Maconde Art has been 
elevated to the status of deity; and what powers it has been endowed with to transform 
the lives of its "worshippers." 
The investigation was based on the observation that, although not a recognized 
'god' in the traditional Maconde form of worship, nor that of Mozambique, the shetani’s 
appearance in Mozambican art was consistent and abundant. 
The investigative approach used was a comparative analysis of three 
internationally known Mozambican artists, two of which are Maconde. 
The researcher found that with all three artists, the shetani was an obvious element in 
their artistic renderings and in each instance, their individual lives, though not unique, 
were charged with suffering and unhappiness. 
The conclusion drawn from this investigation suggests that, although created by a 
Maconde for the purpose of patronage, the shetani icon has become a 'deity' not only for 
the Maconde, but for Mozambicans, as well. While not 'worshipped' in the sense that 
Westerners worship, it has been endowed with powers that transform the lives of those 
who identify with it. At the very least, it has been endowed with the power to promote 
their artistic abilities with a view to catalyzing greater creativity. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Throughout history, people residing on every continent having the ability to 
record their histories have sought the direction of divine powers to understand their fate. 
Druidism, a religious faith of ancient Celtic inhabitants of Gaul and the British Isles from 
the 2nd Century B. C. until the 5th Century A. D. believed in the immortality of the soul. 
Practitioners of Druidism believed that at death, the soul passed into the body of a 
newborn child, thus life never ends. 
Christianity, one of the most widely dispersed of the world’s religions, is based 
upon the centrality of Jesus Christ - a deity bom from a virgin, crucified and resurrected 
from the dead. Its basic philosophy being based upon a God who “... so loved the world 
that whosoever believeth in him should not perish but have everlasting life.”1 
Followers of Islam are guided by the knowledge that they will be, on the Day of 
Judgement, rewarded solely according to their life’s deeds. Those who have been good 
will go to a place associated with good (Jannah) and those who have not, to a place 
associated with negatives ( Jahannam). Practitioners of Buddhism, based on the 
teachings of Siddhartha Gautama “Buddha” live to attain nirvana, an enlightened state of 
consciousness beyond definition. Nirvana is reached only when one has quenched the 
'The Holy Bible. Old and New Testaments in the King James Version. John 3:16 (New York: 
Thomas Nelson Publishers, Inc., 1972). 
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fires of greed, hatred and ignorance. Once achieved, one continues to live, burning off 
any remaining Karma until a state of parinirvana (final nirvana) is achieved, at the 
moment of death. Karma is the totality of one’s actions while living that determine the 
fate of one’s next stage. All of the aforementioned religions, while outwardly different, 
are quite similar in one thing: the use of representational iconography as symbols of 
dynamic worship, singular to its believers. 
In much the same manner, artistic icons of Africans were created for the purpose 
of communicating with divine powers, deities, ancestors, and other spirits in an effort to 
obtain insight into their mortality and to offer potential solutions for any contradictions in 
their state of being. With specific reference to Mozambique, there is evidence in pre¬ 
colonial Mozambique, to support Mozambicans’ belief in an omnipotent deity, and 
nowhere can this be more evident than studying the art of the Maconde of Mozambique. 
Here one ultimately realizes in both traditional and contemporary works a distortion of 
human likeness known as the shetani. These distortions of the human anatomy became 
known as the shetani. The shetani, over time, analytically received the designation - 
sacred. This designation thus prompts the question posed in this thesis: To what extent 
has the shetani icon in Maconde art been elevated to the status of deity; and what powers 
has it been endowed with to transform the lives of its “worshipers”? 
The shetani, Swahili for devil, are many things to many people - earth spirits, 
demons of the nights and days, tricksters, scoundrels who inhabit forest and thickets. 
Shetani is also said to be the word used to translate the Nandenga spirits of the Maconde 
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cosmogony and is a bad spirit spreading sickness and misfortune like the wind. Oral 
tradition states that it has only one leg, one arm, one finger, one eye and one hair.2 
Could it be that this oneness represents monotheism? It is agreed that the word can be 
used to describe any figure or spirit not identified as an animal; covers a whole range of 
different beings, mostly nocturnal and mysterious; and is of varying sizes. But this plural 
concept of the shetani did not remain static with the advent of Christianity. Christian 
missionaries frowned upon what they considered to be “pagan” and “idolatrous” art, 
destroying the art, and along with it what they thought were the ideologies, beliefs, values 
and the artists’ vision of the world. Shetani figures, figures of the protective mother and 
of icons from the spirit world, were replaced with carvings of the Virgin Mary, Christ and 
crucifixes. 
The shetani, though seemingly unable to explain the world to the Maconde, 
apparently enabled and continues to enable them to face up to it and prepares them for the 
various difficulties they may encounter. In as much as it is not human, it cannot explain 
human behavior. It does, however, become a source of strength for its believers. Their 
symbolism is profoundly human, creative and definitely stimulates the imagination. With 
this thought in mind, the intent of this thesis is to investigate the system of ideas behind 
the shetani visualized in tangible art form. The thesis will seek to extract from the art the 
physical manifestations of the shetani in an effort to determine its ordination/sacredness. 
How then, can we extract the physical manifestations from the art? One approach is 
through those who produce it, the artists themselves. 
2Kerstin Danielson, Exhibition Workshop Programmes Mozambique! (Stockholm: The Culture 
House, n.d), 18-42. 
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If questioned, most Maconde (artists included) will say that the images formed in 
their minds come not from a personal relationship with the shetani, but through 
descriptions from their parents and others who knew them well. Viewing their art, 
however, leads one to believe just the opposite -- not only have they met the shetani, they 
too, have personal relationships with them. This investigation will focus on three 
Maconde artists, who, at the very least seem possessed by the shetani; but whose art has 
proven to be extremely popular today. They are, along with their mediums of expression, 
Reinata Sadimba Reinata - pottery/ceramics, Malangatana Valente Ngwenya - painter, 
Chanuo Maundu - sculptor. Both Reinata and Chanuo are Maconde. Malangatana, 
however, was bom into a nontraditional Ronga family, surrounded by Maconde 
neighbors. It was not until his mother became extremely ill and he was sent to live with 
his grandmother did he begin to learn the traditional ways of the Ronga. Malangatana 
has been included in this thesis as an example of cultural assimilation as opposed to 
inherent culture. As we view his art, we will recognize the effects of having been 
surrounded by Maconde culture. 
The many changes experienced by the people of Mozambique affected them in 
many and varied ways. The particular group of people that I researched is the Maconde - 
- a group residing in Mozambique and not in Tanzania. Although reference materials 
almost always spell the name with a "k", research has revealed that Ma"k"onde refers to 
the group residing in Tanzania and Ma"c"onde, to those dwelling in Mozambique. 
Hence, the various spellings. This difference in spelling is acknowledged by the 
Portuguese, as well. There is, however, no difference in the pronunciation. 
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This investigation will additionally question the presumed motive/s of the artists: 
Are/were (in the case of the now deceased Chanuo Maundu) their works designed to 
capture the attention of a spirit world; evoke or celebrate spiritual forces; transport 
personal concerns to this or higher powers; and/or, receive benefit/s beyond the concept 
of ordering human perception? Do their works actually help to form ideologies by which 
to live and ultimately help to define death and life after? 
The system of ideas - thinking or theorizing of an idealistic, abstract, or 
impractical nature, fanciful speculation -- of the shetani, in a tangible form then enables 
that form to become not an abstract as are emotions of fear, awe and respect, but a 
palpable reality prompting those physical emotions. The artists producing the art and 
chosen for use in this study have garnered respect from the local Maconde community, 
Mozambique, and indeed the world, but as nothing more than talented artists. Discerned 
thoughts have yet been recorded as to the impact that their art might have on the 
formulation of religious ideologies or practices. 
The complexity of the posed question rests in its conclusion or rather conclusions, 
dependent on to whom the question is extended. To a Westerner or European, it becomes 
absolutely imperative that religion or religiosity be disassociated from its traditional 
Westem/European meaning. Druidism, as an example, must be understood in the context 
of the culture that created it. Only the Celtic people called their religious professionals 
Druids; other cultures had other names for their clergy, and expected different duties 
from them. Druids were not an ethnic or cultural group in themselves, but part of a larger 
society in which they participated. In the pre-Christian era of Celtic culture, the Druids 
were members of a professional class in their culture. A Druid's connection to nature was 
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the source of all his powers, both in society and in magic, thereby imposing the status of 
deity upon nature. By understanding that connection, a Druid's being was joined with 
nature, and so he became aware of all that was known to nature, which was all things. 
While the Druids believed that nature was the most important aspect of their 
religion, the Buddhists were concentrating on the Wheel of Life and rebirth - rebirth 
referring to the idea that, as long as one remains ignorant, clinging and hateful, he will 
continue to create karma, and so continue to be reborn (literally) into this world full of 
suffering and pain. To achieve nirvana would, in the sense of accomplishment, 
establish one as a deity. This rebirth is far, far removed from the Christian or Western 
idea of rebirth meaning that one is in possession of an immortal soul. Metaphorically, the 
Wheel of Life gave visual meaning to the idea that one thing inevitably leads to another ~ 
that all psychological and physical phenomena constituting individual existence are 
interdependent and mutually condition each other. Although similar in their beliefs, there 
are several factors that distinguish Christians from Muslims. While both recognize God 
as the supreme deity, they differ on their recognition of the importance of Jesus and 
Mohammed. Acceptance of factors other than those traditionally viewed as influencing 
the major religions spoken of earlier must not be used as a measuring tool for assessing 
the role of the shetani. The influence on religion and what role religion plays in 
determining socio/economic/political maneuverings of a people/society must be 
neutralized to understand the religious impact of the shetani on Mozambican life. These 
factors determine how power is recognized, understood and ultimately defined. Power 
has the ability to regulate and maintain social discipline. It serves as a motivator in the 
areas of continuity and change. Unrecognized and/or misunderstood, power is powerless. 
Like the shetani, there are many god-like symbols in other African cultures that 
have the same effect upon those who accord them the same respect, i.e., Esu-Elegbara, 
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the divine trickster figure of Yoruba.3 Unlike the shetani, they represent a single entity or 
facet of that particular culture, using the trappings of that particular venue. Traditionally, 
their many roles are as diverse as the individual communities themselves and appear in 
many forms. They are used socially to demonstrate proper and improper forms of 
societal behavior and for celebratory ceremonies. Politically, they are used to effect 
social control and for warfare. Religiously, they are used as guardian angels to protect 
sacred ancestral relics and as components of shrines. Economically, they facilitate 
planting and harvesting. Historically they are used to memorialize important events and 
legendary ancestors. Therapeutically, they are used as a means of repelling danger. The 
shetani, however, only surface in the arts. The face of Egu-Elegbara and others, whether 
based on individual or collective experiences, instinct, myth and/or imagination, have 
taken tangible shapes, become visible, acquired a consistent identity (form). They appear 
delusional - lacking form - as if mirages/ hallucinations. Inasmuch as the shetani only 
surface in the arts, art then becomes the religion. The object, because it is tangible, 
represents power - just as the white, hooded robes of the Ku Klux Klan represented 
power to southern blacks and whites, especially prior to the 1970s; as the cross and Bible 
of Western missionaries had over indigenous Africans during the colonial regime; the 
power that a sultry smile and curvaceous body of a female have over a male; the power of 
the throne and the crown jewels of the Queen of England; the power of the Oval Office, 
the White House, and Air Force I for the President of the United States; the power of the 
3Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkev: A Theory of African-American Literary 
Criticism (New York. Oxford University Press, 1988) 6 
royal stools of the Akan or the golden stool of the Asante. These are examples of the 
power of objects that receive sanction because of identification value. 
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Culture is the map for living of a group whose members share a territory and 
language, feel responsible for one another, and recognize their shared identity.4 African 
art is integral to Africa’s culture. It is not a separate entity of Africa’s culture and can at 
no time stand alone. It affects and is affected by every aspect of African life/life in 
Africa. African art is as durable and survivable as Africans themselves - driven only by 
change. It serves as a tool for dealing with adversity, that is, new art is invented to solve 
new problems. African art is used as expressions of Africa’s ideas about its relationship 
to the world. It enables Africa and Africans to survive in a difficult and unpredictable 
environment and adapt to new economic, social and political pressures. Consequently, 
African art continues to change in form in order to deal with new challenges in life, i.e., 
famine, floods, etc. This is true of all societies but uniquely evident in Africa because its 
cultures resist making things just to look at. 
Ironically, this theory seemingly excludes the Maconde and eludes the shetani, 
hence the title of this thesis, Reflections of the Past. It is the continued visual 
manifestation of the shetani that produces these reflections. It is their continued visual 
manifestation that makes the art of the Maconde a constant. The shetani are responsible 
for this renewed interest in the Maconde and, by association, Mozambican art. 
To the western world, belief in other than a "recognized" religion or religious 
object may seem unorthodox. How can we characterize differences between the 
Maconde culture and the world in which we live? In our society, money, class/status, 
4Beth B. Hess, Elizabeth W. Markham, Peter S. Stein, Sociology. 4th ed. (New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Company, 1991), 613. 
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education, sports are all revered. How, then, did they achieve this transformation from 
secular to sacred? Perhaps the shetani represents the Maconde’s ability to transform 
itself and also as a magical element of wish fulfillment. Perhaps it dwells within the 
artists themselves. As this investigation begins, bear in mind that the shetani cannot be 
considered in isolation. The shetani must be considered in its context. It is enriched by 
its accessories - the ability to conceal, to reveal; to invoke, to revoke; to infuse, to 
diffuse; to transform; and to conform. 
Persons interested in Art, Africa, African Art, Religion, Religious Art, the 
Maconde and Mozambique will all benefit from this research. It is hoped that interest 
spawned by reading this thesis will generate further interest not only in the Maconde and 
their art, but in Mozambique as well. This interest could even have a major impact on the 
tourist economy resulting in an increased number of visitors to Mozambique and 
increased patronage in hotels, restaurants, arts and crafts, etc. 
From the religious point of view, another aspect is offered on the ideology of 
"worship" ~ whom, what and why we worship - things, individuals, etc. If for no other 
reason, the research is beneficial because it addresses a subject not widely known to 
Westerners, ancestral and spirit worship. Thus, this study, while focusing solely on the 
Maconde of Mozambique, will promote awareness of the extent to which icons in African 
art are elevated to a status resembling deity; and what powers they have been endowed 
with to transform the lives of their “worshippers.” 
Chapter 1 of this Thesis has introduced the subject of the study, the goals of the 
study, provided a brief comparative overview of several world religions, introduced the 
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three Mozambican artists used to facilitate the study and most importantly, introduced the 
concept of the shetani. 
Chapter 2 discusses art and the Maconde while introducing Maconde mythology. 
A contrast between Western and African religious ideology and its causes will be made 
and a brief history of both Mozambique and the Maconde will be presented. 
Chapter 3 consists of the literature review, an analytical review of the basic 
assumptions of why Maconde art is seeing a resurgence and the methodology used for 
obtaining the information used in the completion of this study. 
Chapter 4 introduces the concepts of religion and universality in Africa; the effect 
of the spirits upon art and African life; and how religion impacts upon art, its uses, and 
acceptance. 
In Chapter 6, a summary of the lives and works of the three Mozambican artists 
presented in the Introduction is made. At that time, examples of their works will be 
featured and a brief interpretation of each will be attempted. These interpretations are 
based upon available knowledge of the artists’ cultures, lifestyles, economic status, 
physical and mental states. 
In Chapter 6, the question proffered in Chapter 1 is answered. It is concluded that 
the shetani is a deity and that it has been elevated to lofty heights in the minds of those 
that adhere to its concept. 
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DEFINITION OF TERMS 
Nirvana: An enlightened state of consciousness beyond definition. 
Parinirvana: Final nirvana - achieved at the moment of death. 
Shetani: Spiritual devils (Swahili). 
Nandenga: Spirits of the Maconde cosmogony. 
Akua’ba: Ghanaian fertility symbol. 
M’piko: Masked spirits of the unknown dead (Maconde). 
Vodun: Mysterious forces of power that govern the world. 
Bocio: The same as the vodun, but designed to inspire fear. 
Jamaa: Human collective, represented by a Totem (Swahili). 
Ntela: Powerful internal force (Maconde). 
Nnandenga: Pervasive bush spirits (Maconde). 
Binadamu: Son of Adam (Maconde). 
Jok: The essence of universal power (language). 
Litawa: Matrilineal relatives (Maconde). 
Nzomba: Maternal uncle under whose authority his sisters lived, along with their 
Husbands (Maconde). 
Lichinamu: Statue of wood through whom prayers are offered up to the Supreme Being 
(Maconde). 
Machinamu: The singular of lichinamu (Maconde). 
Nnungu: Supreme Being (Maconde). 
Jannah: A state or place of complete happiness or complete rest, attained by the good 
after death. 
Jahannam: A state or place of woe, anguish, and penalty. 
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DEFINITION OF TERMS - CONT’D 
Nalomba: Ritual expert for Maconde male initiation rites. 
Mwiyangu: A diviner (Maconde). 
Muntela: A healer (Maconde). 
CHAPTER 2 
ART AND THE MACONDE 
The Maconde artists of today consider themselves heirs to a great tradition -- a 
tradition of legend and lore -- a tradition that places them at the beginning of time - a 
tradition that involves the creation of man - Maconde man. Myth, lore, legend would be 
some of the terms used by Westerners to describe their account of Maconde beginning. 
Oral tradition, and therefore history, would be the Maconde explanation. According to 
oral history, the Maconde, as a people are conceived of imagery. It is said that once upon 
a time a Maconde man lived in a thick bush on a thicket-covered plateau. One day he 
emerged and began to carve figures from wood. One of the figures was in the image of a 
human. Pleased with the figure, he set it upright in the bush where, during the night, the 
image came to life and became a woman. The woman became the man's wife and after 
several unsuccessful attempts eventually gave birth to a child, thus becoming the mother 
of all Maconde.1 It is further said that this birth also symbolizes the birth of Maconde art. 
Thus, divine creation and artistic creation are one. 
Art for the Maconde, however, was not originally indulged in for its aesthetic 
appeal. Art for the Maconde was applied - it was functional, of a collective nature and 
developed for the maintenance of ideological values. It was thought to promote social 
'John Stoner, Makonde (New York: The Rosen Publishing Group, Inc., 1998), 6-60. 
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cohesion and to have the ability to satisfy personal and family needs. The Maconde 
world, as portrayed in its initial art, was a dark world. Not that it lacked humor or 
warmth; it merely represented a world in which the struggle for survival was constant. 
It was a world in which the animal and the demon residing within the artist could only be 
kept at bay by the control of his mind. The world of the Maconde was/is one of unending 
toil, endless death, sorrow and fear. For the Maconde, as with most Africans, there dwell 
within each individual ‘forces’ that dominate the material and spiritual world. Spirit 
forges the unity and totality of the universe. Spirit also makes life for the Maconde a 
constant battleground — continuously fighting with the forces of the past within and 
around. This internal battle, when manifested in art form, produces art that is neither 
static nor planned. This dramatic art attempts to portray the world in which it 'lives'; it 
communicates -- it speaks of the world, comments on it, interprets it, and contends with 
it. It lives! 
The art of the Maconde challenges Western notions of what is real, beautiful, and 
civilized. It shocks, by its nonconformity, our physical, aesthetic, and intellectual 
standards. Western culture has in fact viewed it as primitive. Before some can 
experience its impact and beauty, it may be necessary to forsake Western culture. 
Researchers, Africanists and art lovers are, however, developing and presenting a more 
creditable and respectable image of what tribal art represents and the pervasiveness of its 
many functions. One of the most pervasive concerns of African societies is continuity. 
The future of Africa and African families depends upon the ability of the present 
generation to bear children. The loss or failure to procreate would be tantamount to the 
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death of nations, just as the inability to create the art of change, which depicts the life of 
the Maconde, would be tantamount to killing the spirit. 
Of the many images sculpted to promote fertility, the akua ’ba image is the most 
familiar among Westerners. (See fig. 1) Particularly popular in Ghana, this image is said 
to help barren women have children, or when carried around after conception, to ensure 
that a woman will produce healthy and handsome children. Fertility and children are the 
most frequent themes in the wooden sculptures of the Asante. The Dogon believe that 
sculptures of a man and wife help to ensure a long and happy marriage. When used as 
body adornment, certain symbols represent immortality. 
Art is also used for transitional periods in the life of Africans. Masks and 
sculptured works are made for initiation rites, such as circumcision, marriages, funerals, 
and to ward off epidemic diseases. Art is created for secret societies, as ritual objects, for 
dealing with diversity, and for the purpose of divination. It represents ancestors, spirits, 
Art is also used in religion and in shrines as a means of protection and control and, most 
importantly, as a means of paying homage and showing gratitude to the gods for the 
richness of their lives. Westerners view many functional pieces of daily African life as 
art - elaborately carved doors and windows, lunch boxes, water vessels, gourds, ostrich 
eggs, chairs, and stools. As we embrace cultural relativism, we are learning to be 
understanding and tolerant of the art of peoples whose standards and world views are 
different from ours. For example, in Africa there is a belief that the living are surrounded 
by the dead and that ancestors play a significant role in the continuation of the social 




(Ghanaian Fertility Symbol) 
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Art is intensely real to Africans. It is basically functional --a tool by which people 
can express their inner feelings. Art expressed their joy at the birth of a son, sadness at 
the death of a loved one, acceptance of change, and displeasure with politics or social 
reform. These feelings, however, may be expressed in different media. Some people 
may demonstrate their feelings and/or desires through dance, song, poetry and literature, 
drawing and painting, architecture and sculpture and carvings, to name only a few 
elements. For the Maconde, one principal source of showing their emotions was through 
the M’piko. M’piko are spirits of the unknown dead, either male or female, terrifying, 
but not evil. Above all, they are mysterious and powerful. The M’piko were at the very 
center of Maconde culture because they were the source of power for Maconde men, a 
major element of their secret initiation. It is their belief that male control of the secret of 
the M’piko enables men to control both uninitiated boys and all women in their society 
through fear. The dancing of the masked M’piko figure requires great theatrical force, 
which heightens the compelling nature of the mask. 
In an effort to express their emotions concerning colonial occupation by the 
Portuguese, they resorted to carving masks that were caricatures of Europeans.2 Their 
songs often spoke to their working conditions in the mines of South Africa or as 
stevedores on the ships of import and export. Their art could be viewed as a search -- a 
medium for connecting with their feelings, a medium for connecting with the unknown. 
Maconde art initially centered on the mother figure, probably in deference to their 
"origin" (the ‘awakening’ of the female carving). The art later expanded to take in 
2Ricardo Teixeira Duarté, Joâo Manuel Ferraz Machado da ejraça, Mascaras (Moçambique: n.p., 
1992), 11. 
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themes from everyday life: love and passion, good and evil, man's relationship to 
animals, social relationships, religion, fears and anxieties, struggle, hardship and conflict. 
Maconde art inevitably revealed itself in social and religious ceremonies, such as 
initiation rites whose medium was predominately expressed in the form of masks. 
Although the mask can represent a masculine or feminine face, most often the masks 
represented Maconde men. Although used often to ridicule certain social figures, after 
Mozambique’s independence they often have depicted local political leaders as a form of 
praise. 
The general characteristics of masks have evolved considerably through time. 
The oldest extant are roughly hewn, with fat, oval faces. The passage of time has seen a 
reduction in the size of masks, with the features more refined, angular and relaxed -- a 
seemingly greater concern for actuality. This change, although not source documented, 
has likely occurred because the people no longer feel the need to ridicule certain social 
figures. In fact, during the armed struggle for national liberation, masks began depicting 
political leaders as form of praise. (See fig. 2) 
Masks were always used in the performance of the M’piko. Women were not 
allowed to see them being carved, to touch them, or to see them stored. In fact, they were 
most often burned after each use so that they would not be handled or seen by anyone 
who was not authorized to see or touch them. Women could, however, see them during 
the time of performance. For a Maconde, to wear a mask is to dismiss one’s own identity 
and adopt another identity. Whether this other identity is a spirit, ancestor, or another 





time of transition, when otherworldly powers were invoked to aid in human affairs 
(function). Playing important roles in initiation and funerary rites, masks were used as 
markers of transition - when the connections between this world and another were 
particularly strong. At these times, the Maconde mask possessed the authority demanded 
by the occasion.3 While the mask may be the most popular form of Maconde carvings, it 
is merely one type for which the Maconde are famous. Maconde sculpture, as with all 
sculpture, is an expression of how the artist views life as propelled by the shetani forces. 
Sculptures carved from wood (mainly ebony, a very difficult wood to work with, and 
rosewood), with their animal and human features representing deities of fertility, wind, 
lightning, and the spirit of dead ancestors who would protect and defend the living. 
Although extremely difficult to work with, the African ebony, particularly the 
Diosphyros Mespiliformis (one of some 300 varieties of the African ebony) is chosen by 
the Maconde artist for many reasons. It is durable, sinks in water, remains unaffected by 
termites and other destructive insects and when seasoned, rarely cracks. Its outer inches 
show a light color, but the heart is dark brown to black in hue and takes polish well.4 
Sex has also occupied an obvious role in Maconde artistic creations. Sexual 
symbolism is readily seen in many sculptures. This is witnessed in the form of men and 
women involved in copulation; the large, rounded stomach of a woman with child; the 
bared breast of a woman preparing to feed a child; women giving birth. (See fig. 3) This 
level of comfort with sex is s totally in keeping with the Maconde’s relationship with 
nature and his main goal in life - multiplication of his life force. 
3Ibid. 
4Madan Sapran, Contemporary Makonde Sculpture (Exhibition hosted by the City of Beverly Hills 
and the Beverly Hills Chamber of Commerce & Civic Association: May 17-29, 1977), 10. 
Figure 3 
Examples of Maconde Sexual Art 
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Knowledge of the Maconde and their artistic traditions is incomplete. In fact, the 
complete picture of Maconde art may be more complex than imaginable. Maconde artists 
were traditionally encouraged in their individual interpretations and creativity rather than 
specific stylistic conventions. A work of art (finished product) is the conclusion of a 
social relationship - an expression bom of individual creativity, individual taste, skill, 
and temperament. Maconde art, as all African art, is as durable as the Maconde 
themselves. It is driven by change. It serves as a tool for dealing with adversity -- new 
art is developed to solve new problems. African art belongs to a wide variety of cultures 
-- each characterized by its own language, traditions and artistic forms. 
Art is used as an expression of the artists’ ideas about their relationship to their 
world. It enabled/s them to survive in a difficult and unpredictable environment and to 
adapt to new economic, social and political pressures. Art becomes a language that 
introduces and embraces new and changing emotions as they relate to changing 
economic, social and political dynamics. 
In order to understand the interrelationships of the artists, their works, and the 
shetani, it is necessary to provide an abbreviated history of Mozambique and the 
Maconde. It is also imperative that the reader understand the originality of Maconde art 
and the influences of social conditions created by colonialism, Mozambique’s struggle 
for independence, the roles played by the Maconde in that struggle, and the impact of 
Mozambique’s subsequent independence on the country and Maconde art. It is 
impossible to understand the art of a country and a people without having knowledge of 
the transitions they encountered. 
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THE MACONDE: A BRIEF HISTORY 
The Maconde are an ethnic group living close to the Rovuma River on the Mueda 
plateau in the north of Mozambique. Their historical origin is difficult to determine, as is 
the case of most peoples with no written language. Various cultural traditions, such as 
oral tradition and language, indicate that they migrated approximately three centuries ago 
from an area south of Lake Nyassa. The migration was probably a result of the 
expansion of the Marave Empire. The slave traffic was one of the worst scourges to 
ravage the whole of East Africa. The Mueda plateau, however, because of its dense 
forests and escarpments, was a difficult area to penetrate, rendering the plateau-dwelling 
Maconde virtually safe. Some scholars imply that the Maconde are descendents of the 
ethnic group, the Matambwe. While the Mueda plateau has no springs or wells, the soil 
is humid and fertile. Because of this, it is said that the name Maconde was adopted - 
meaning both ‘plateau’ and ‘fertile land.’ The practice of adopting a new name when a 
new stage in life is begun is common in African tradition.5 
The Maconde’s isolation from the slave trade was the historical origin of 
present-day underdevelopment. By keeping themselves isolated they were able to keep 
themselves safe but at the same time, keep themselves poor. They cut themselves off 
from outside influence and knowledge concerning agriculture and the cultivation of 
crops, as well as new techniques in forestry and fishing; and access to mining and 
5Danielson, 18-42. 
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manufacturing. It was only after World War I that the colonial administration moved 
onto the plateau, and it was not until 1924 that the first Catholic mission was opened. For 
these reasons, until relatively recent years, the Maconde in Mozambique were able to 
maintain their traditions, free from foreign influence 6 
MOZAMBIQUE: A BRIEF HISTORY 
Mozambique is not only the name of a country, but additionally, a symbol for a 
people struggling to preserve their culture and the right to build a country free from 
interference. It is a country whose people fondly 'remember' the days of freedom before 
the long years of colonial oppression. It is a nation that preserves a strong awareness of 
its cultural heritage. It is a nation under constant threat of losing its identity and 
autonomy. For nearly 17 years, Mozambique was all but paralyzed in the grip of a brutal 
civil war that ended in 1992.7 Although the fighting is over, Mozambique is still 
a desperately poor country. Its economy lies in ruins. The country is heavily in debt. 
Mozambique is still recovering from the independence struggle and the departure of 
skilled Portuguese personnel who not only technically oversaw infrastructure 
maintenance, but also provided economic leadership. The civil war, followed by a severe 
drought and then flooding in 1999, has made recovery extremely difficult. More than 
80% of the country’s labor force is engaged in agriculture while only 4% of the land area 
has been cultivated. The costs of reintegrating thousands of people displaced by the war 
and demobilized troops have placed tremendous cost demands on an already struggling 
6Ibid. 
7William Finnegan, A Complicated War . The Harrowing of Mozambique (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press), 3-36. 
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economy. In the early 1990s, the estimated gross domestic product was $1.75 billion, 
which amounts to approximately $104 per capita, making Mozambique one of the 
poorest countries in the world.8 
Before the expansion of the Bantu-speaking agriculturists, much of what is now 
Mozambique was occupied by nomadic communities of hunter-gatherers. Numerous 
bits of evidence in stone and rock paintings bear witness to the presence of these 
communities. These communities of hunter-gatherers evolved into domestic 
communities of agriculturists. The spread of agriculture in the area was soon followed by 
the introduction and spread of the technology of smelting and using iron and the 
development of pottery. Around the 10th century, Arab and Persian traders began to 
establish contact via the sea between the Mozambican coast and the Persian Gulf. 
Between the 13th and 15th centuries, the Swahili civilization emerged and developed on 
the northern coast. Arab and Swahili influence spread from the trading posts on the coast 
to the Bantu-occupied interior. These influences brought about migration and marked 
differences began to appear among the people on cultural, linguistic and political levels; 
hence, the beginning of political and territorial conflicts. Here enter the Portuguese.9 
Gold from Zimbabwe attracted the Portuguese to the Mozambican coast. 
A struggle of trading interests ensued resulting in conflicts and alliances pitting 
Portuguese merchants against the dominant Arab and Swahili merchants. Soon the 




same time, the slave trade in East Africa was flourishing and continued until the end of 
the first decade of the 20th century. In a society where skilled and unskilled productive 
forces were relatively low, the drain on Mozambique by the slave trade literally 
depopulated parts of the country and laid more foundations for underdevelopment. More 
importantly, new political formations grew out of the slave trade in Mozambique, 
increasing the already serious divisions among its people.10 
By the early 20th century, Portuguese dominance was established. Rather than put 
any effort into developing the country', the Portuguese simply rented out the available 
resources. This included human labor hired to neighboring countries, particularly South 
Africa and Rhodesia, thus removing a large portion of the male labor force. In the late 
1920s, the fascist leader Salazar came to power in Portugal. He sealed off the Portuguese 
colonies from non-Portuguese investment, thereby allowing Portugal to profit directly 
and singularly. At that time there was no pretense of social investment in the African 
population. Seventy-five percent of the black population was illiterate, and there were no 
trained black teachers and no black civil servants.11 
In June of 1960, in the northern town of Mueda, a peaceful gathering was held by 
villagers, in protest of exorbitant taxes. Portuguese troops opened fire on the crowd and 
killed an estimated 600 plus people. This particular event kindled the rise of an 
independence struggle, which had stalled for lack of a catalyst or leadership. Resistance 




Liberation of Mozambique. FRELIMO, led by Eduardo Mondlane, had as its aim the 
complete liberation of Mozambique. Mondlane began his pursuit of freedom in 1949 
with the founding of the student movement, Nucleus of African Secondary Students in 
Mozambique. In 1962, he was elected president of FRELIMO’s first congress, which 
was held in Tanzania. By 1966, through guerilla warfare two northern provinces had 
been liberated, however, progress was slow and the war dragged on into the 1970s. By 
1968 the name of Samora Moises Machel appeared in the uppermost ranks of FRELIMO 
as commander of its military wing. Machel, like Mondlane from southern Mozambique, 
replaced a northerner as head of an army composed largely of northerners, especially 
members of the Maconde group, whose homeland straddled the border between 
Mozambique and Tanzania. The area was a natural recruiting ground for FRELIMO. 
The Maconde plateau, protected by steep escarpment and deep forests, was an ideal area 
for insurgent operations. 
The role of the Maconde and other northern ethnic groups created problems for 
FRELIMO in the late 1960s as it sought to extend its area of operation to the south, far 
from the homelands of most of its soldiers. The final blow for the Portuguese was the 
overthrow of the fascist regime in 1974. On June 25,1975, the independent People's 
Republic of Mozambique was proclaimed. Mondlane had been killed during the war, 
however, Samora Machel was sworn in as the country's first president and established a 
government to run the affairs of the country.12 
12Ibid. 
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Suddenly faced with the task of running the country, FRELIMO was committed 
to a policy of radical social change. Adding greater pressure to an already weak nation, 
South Africa expelled tens of thousands of Mozambican miners, raising the already high 
numbers of unemployed. Meanwhile, Mozambique bravely complied with the 
UN-sponsored sanctions against Rhodesia. This act was considered brave because the 
South African government was a known supporter of RENAMO — Resistencia Nacional 
Mocambicana, a group of armed bandits in opposition to the present government. 
RENAMO had been created solely by external forces, rather than by internal 
political motives. Its only aim was the wholesale destruction of social and 
communications infrastructure within Mozambique, thus destabilizing the government 
and the country. In retaliation to Mozambique’s siding with and actively supporting the 
UN’s sanctions, South Africa supplied RENAMO with more guns, ammunition and 
capital, strengthening it, prolonging the civil war, and in general, reeking havoc for the 
FRELIMO-run government. 
According to the then present government, RENAMO was responsible for the 
destruction of 900 rural shops, 495 primary schools, 86 health posts and 140 villages. 
Despite these setbacks, FRELIMO forged ahead with its socialist program. Private 
ownership of land was abolished; rented property, schools, banks and insurance 
companies were nationalized; and private practice in medicine and law was abolished. 
Education received a higher priority and much needed assistance was received 
from foreign countries, particularly Sweden. Nonetheless, by 1983 Mozambique was 
nearly bankrupt. Even after the death of President Machel in 1986, the war between 
FRELIMO and RENAMO continued. In 1990 FRELIMO dropped its Marxist ideology 
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and announced that Mozambique would switch to a market economy, state enterprises 
would be privatized, and multiparty elections would be scheduled. Although the majority 
of rural peasants were unhappy with the move, it effectively negated the influence of 
RENAMO. 
After two rounds of peace talks between the two organizations in Rome in 
1990, a full-fledged peace agreement was signed in October of 1992. RENAMO was 
allowed to operate as a political party, requiring a manifesto. Elections were planned and 
held under the watchful eyes of several thousand United Nations’ observers and 
peacekeepers drafted to assist the country during its transitional period. The elections 
were held in October of 1994 and Joaquim Chissano was elected president. RENAMO 
agreed to abide by the results of the election and, in fact, did.13 
In this chapter, the history has been traced back to the emergence of the earliest 
Africans in Mozambican history. A people’s perception of themselves is greatly 
influenced by their tradition. An attempt has been made to identify the complicated 
pattern of social and political forces created by colonialism. Certainly Africa’s, and 
ultimately Mozambique’s, political decay is partly a consequence of colonial institutions 




The subject we are considering, although of extreme interest, is not one that has 
been thoroughly investigated. Although there is no available literature that singularly 
addresses the point in question, several authors/researchers/artists have addressed the 
issue of art and religion in Africa and a few have acknowledged the shetani of 
Mozambican Maconde culture. 
According to Roy Sieber and Roslyn Walker following from John Mbiti, an 
African scholar, “Africans are notoriously religious. For Africans, the whole of existence 
is a religious phenomenon; that is man is a deeply religious being living in a religious 
universe”.1 In other words, for Africans, religion is a part of all aspects of their culture. 
Sieber and Walker state that many African cultures believe in a hierarchy of spiritual 
forces: First, there is God - a supreme being who has little direct contact with man. Just 
below this God are spirits. According to Mbiti, they are invincible, ubiquitous and 
unpredictable. They live everywhere and can be the spirit of anything, i.e., rivers, rocks 
and trees. The spirits can be protective and, if angry, vindictive. There are also various 
categories of these spirits whose powers are ranked in hierarchies and who are 
approached according to need. There are spirits of the living-dead (recent ancestors) who 
JRoy Sieber and Evelyn Walker, National Museum of African Art: African Art in the Cycle of 
Life (Washington, D C.: Smithsonian Institution Press), 21. 
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can intercede with other spirits, and even God, for the sake of the living. According to 
Mbiti, although Africans believe in a high God - from whom all mystical power flows - 
it is only through the spirits, which include the ancestors that man is able to make contact 
with God.2 Mbiti further points out, however, that there are malevolent spirits as well 
and these are generally related through witchcraft.3 
Suzanne Blier, in her book, African Vodun. discusses the belief in Vodun by 
people who live in the areas of Togo and Benin. Vodun is described as a religion 
mediating mysterious forces of power that govern the world and the lives of those who 
reside in it. It is represented by a number of sculptures, such as the bocio4, which can be 
compared to the Mozambican shetani. Although physically opposite and not designed to 
affect in the same manner, they both have the same effect on a number of people. Like 
the shetani, the bocio is grotesque, designed to inspire fear. Although not as grotesque, 
the shetani in Maconde sculpture causes the human figure to become distorted. 
According to Blier, sculptures of the bocio type, function in conjunction with those 
vodun energies both in protecting humans and in offering avenues of individual 
empowerment and change. She further states that although bocio sculptures are not the 
only arts identified with vodun in this area, and do not in any real sense represent, 
symbolize, or signify the vodun, they are closely identified with vodun power, religious 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid., 75-83. 
4Suzanne Blier, African Vodun: Art. Psychology and Power (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1995), 1-22. 
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tenets, and philososphy.5 Bocio also played a key role in local power relations, 
constituting strategies of vigilance and designs for change. Blier further stated that one 
of her primary concerns was how the bocio arts affected, in particular, the lives 
of commoners. She argued that works of this sort constituted instruments of 
empowerment which both directly and indirectly influenced community and societal 
relationships 6 As verbalized by Herbert Marcuse, if “art cannot change the world... it 
can contribute to changing the consciousness and drives of men and women (such as the 
Maconde artists and audiences of Mozambique) who could change the world.”7 
Madan Sapra, in his book, Contemporary Makonde Sculpture, comments on the 
fact that although other world religions have made it to the Makonde, they have not 
diffused Makonde mythology and the realm of the spirits emanating from the past 
millennia of African living. They still believe in and prolifically carve the M’piko masks, 
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kubwengu (forest dwellers who devour bush pigs and frighten humans), and the shetani. 
Max Mohl, author of Masterpieces of the Makonde I and H, states that the art of 
the Makonde is admired throughout the world today. He suggests that there are different 
criteria when one addresses the art of the Makonde - “A good Makonde sculpture is a 
tale carved in wood, a legend, a request, a curse or - just homeric laughter. The sculpture 
of a real master can also be a farce, an orgy, or insulting, but it must never be 
5Ibid. 
6Ibid. 
’Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension: Toward a Critique of Marxist Aesthetics (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1978), 32-22. 
8Madan Sapra, Contemporary Makonde Sculpture (Exhibition hosted by the City of Beverly Hills 
and the Beverly Hills Chamber of Commerce & Civic Association: May 17-29, 1977), 10. 
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inconsequential or boring.”9 He further proposes that the Makonde’s works of art are in a 
class of their own; those who wish to understand them or even penetrate only part of their 
meaning must become acquainted with the mind of the sculptors.10 In his book, 
Masterpieces of the Makonde: An East African Documentation. Mohl maintains that the 
quality of a Maconde sculpture is judged by its form and meaning. There are fighting 
spirits [shetani] and fertility gods and fetishes of all aspects and sizes. Magic and 
sorcery, ancestor worship, dancing, birth and death are worked into every figure.11 
An album edited by the Institute of Investigative Science of Mozambique to 
celebrate their fiftieth anniversary of the Dr. Àlvaro De Castro Museum in Lourenco 
Marques (now Maputo), Mozambique, states “The Maconde sculpturing denotes not only 
a high technical standard of workmanship but also a vast creative potential. Under the 
creative aspect, their art is outstandingly original and usually represents human everyday 
scenes in which the artist fixes expression and life.”12 
M. Shore-Bos, J. A. Stout and E. Grohs are three authors and art critics of African 
Art who have written extensively on the Maconde and other East African artists. In one 
article, “Modem Makonde: Discovery in East African Art,” M. Shore-Bos makes the 
declaration that. 
... behind this discouraging and decadent façade there is art and there 
are artistic traditions. Under the present conditions, they are difficult to 
find. The search is hard and wearying, but the artists and their crea¬ 
tions do exist. To discover the art of the Makonde, for example, is to 
9Max Mohl, Masterpieces of the Makonde. Vol. II: Ebony Sculptures from East Africa. A 
Comprehensive Photo-Documentation (n.p., n.d.), 4. 
10Ibid. 
“Max Mohl, Masterpieces of the Makonde: An East African Documentation (n.p., n.d.). 
“Wood Sculptures of the Maconde People - Album (Lourenço Marques: Institute of Investigative 
Sciences of Mozambique, 1961). 
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challenge the claim that there are no inherited artistic traditions in East Africa. 
This art will stand comparison with the better known work of the Congo 
and West Africa. It has absorbed influence from other parts of the African 
continent, and from other parts of the world as well, and yet, has remained 
distant in technique, approach, and attitude, and clearly different in its 
dynamics of composition.13 
Elizabeth Grohs observed that there were seemingly two basic styles of Makonde 
art, the shetani style and jamaa style (Swahili meaning human collective). The shetani 
style included art thematically drawing from the world of supernatural conceptions, the 
world of demons and monsters with human bodies and animal heads, with cyclopean 
heads, dream beings wantonly put together from the individual anatomic components of 
human bodies. The second style, known as the jamaa, refers to the carvings of pillars 
(better known as totems) - standing, sitting or climbing postures, with a larger figure 
jutting out on the top, allegedly representing a tribal or family ancestor.14 
(See fig. 4). There is a wealth of Maconde and Mozambican art today which cannot be 
included in either of these two styles. There are many works representing the revolution 
and other aspects of Mozambican life. (See fig. 5). These works continue to confirm that 
the art of the Maconde represents changes to Mozambican life. 
There are as many admirers of Maconde and Mozambican art as there are 
dissenters. One dissenter, Dennis Duerden, comments that: 
The modem Makonde sculpture shown in the Grosvenor Gallery exhibition is 
an ugly form of surrealism. The wood is carved into long, rope-like forms reminis¬ 
cent of the tentacles of a jelly-fish and occasionally an eye or a pair of false teeth 
appear joined in the lengths of jelly. It is undoubtedly a ‘tourist’ art although 
‘authorities’ on African art claim that it is not. They have not produced any 
13Megchilina Shore-Bos, “Modem Makonde. Discovery in East African Art,” African Arts. No. 2 
(Winter 1972). 
14Erich Herold, On Some Problems of the Modem Art of the Makonde People (Prague: Annals of 
the Naprstek Museum, 11, n.d.). 
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Figure 4 
Example of a Jamaa (Totem) 
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Figure 5 
Artistic Representation of the Revolution 
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evidence, however, that it serves any purpose in the traditional framework of 
African religion. Perhaps these sculptures represent the spirits but they are 
not used as vehicles for the spirits to enter. Instead they are sold to tourists. 
They are not kept in shrines and smeared with blood and feathers, but they do 
appear at airports and are carried round by the traders. Looking at them we 
are immediately aware of the kind of art which could be used for amusing 
after-dinner jokes or discussed at bars in clubs. This work is the coffee-planter’s 
‘modem art.’15 
Whatever one’s individual thoughts are concerning the art of the Maconde and 
Mozambique, it must be said that, as a people, they have been able to capture and express 
the basic elements of their culture and feelings on religion, colonialism, protest and 
resistance, power and life, through their art. These artistic expressions have 
demonstrated their will to survive, provided them with an ‘identity’ and, given rise to a 
heightened level of national consciousness. 
REASONS FOR MACONDE’S ART 
RESURGENCE TODAY 
Madan Sapra, in his book Contemporary Makonde Sculpture, maintains that 
works by modem Makonde artists contain the still extant line of thought of the old 
Africa; and, as that ancient world gives way, they gain in interest. Collectors find that 
familiarity with Maconde trophies brings fuller understanding of the intricacies of the 
carvers’ minds and, as time goes by, appreciative recognition of the metier employed.16 
In an attempt to answer the question of why there has been a resurgence in 
Maconde Art and of the shetani, the Kenyan philosopher John Mbiti, in his book African 
,5Dennis Duerden, Studio International. Volume 179, Number 919 (February 1970). 
16Sapra, 10. 
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Religions and Philosophy, states it best: 
... In my description I have generally used the present time, as if these ideas 
are still held and the practices being carried out. Everyone is aware that 
rapid changes are taking place in Africa, so that traditional ideas are being 
abandoned, modified, or coloured by the changing situation. At the same 
time it would be wrong to imagine that everything traditional has been changed 
or forgotten so much that no traces of it are to be found. If anything, the 
changes are generally on the surface, affecting the material side of life and only 
beginning to reach the deeper levels of thinking patterns, language content, 
mental images, emotions, beliefs and response in situations of need. Traditional 
concepts still form the essential background of many African peoples, though 
obviously this differs from individual to individual and from place to place.. .the 
majority of our people with little or no formal education still hold on to their 
traditional corps of beliefs and practices .... 
... Beliefs connected with magic, witchcraft, the spirits and the living-dead 
(the ancestors) are areas of traditional religions which are in no danger of 
abandonment.17 
Still further . . . 
.. . human life has another rhythm of nature which nothing can destroy. On 
the level of the individual, this rhythm includes birth, puberty, initiation, 
marriage, procreation, old age, death, entry into the community of the 
departed ... these are the key moments in the life of the individual. On the 
community or national level, there is the cycle of the season with their 
different activities like sowing, cultivating, harvesting and hunting.18 
The artists who produce these works are specialists - some are self-taught, but 
most learn through apprenticeship. Some have fixed styles and do not bend to whims, 
while others supply their art based on demand (patronage). Some are young, some old; 
some deeply religious, some not religious at all. Some believe in the shetani or ancestral 
spirits, while others do not. The art of the shetani reflects the artist at his moment, 
couched in his history; what her beliefs are (religious and cultural backgrounds); and the 
17Sieber and Walker, 21. 
18Ibid. 
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desires of her clientele. When life forces are going well, individuals have no need for 
deities; however, when things are just the opposite (when faced with slavery, colonialism, 
civil war, droughts, floods, lack of resources) there is that need for the aid of a Supreme 
Being (nature, Buddha, Muhammad, Christ). As seasons change, so does the weather... 
and so does the need to cloak one's self in that which protects against the adversities of 
life. 
METHODOLOGY 
My research focused on the artistic culture of Mozambique and particularly the 
Maconde society. It was accomplished through an ethnographic study utilizing the 
following methods: on-site collections of data from archival sources, on-site work with 
the artists themselves, and interviews with and oral declarations from various artists and 
those associated with them through the cultural and educational arenas. I accomplished 
the research in the following manner: 
I engaged in an ethnographic study by travelling to Lisbon, Portugal; Maputo, 
Mozambique; and Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania, to meet with, observe and experience, 
firsthand, Maconde (Mozambique)/Makonde (Tanzania) artists in their work 
environment. The fieldwork also involved interviewing and observing 
Maconde/Makonde artists. In Lisbon, my time was spent in accomplishing research at 
the Ethnographic Museum, the largest repository of writings on the Maconde and their 
art. Although the museum was closed to the public for renovations, I was able to access 
materials and view stored art. This was accomplished under the direction of Ms. Branca 
Mories, the only English speaking librarian. I was permitted to photocopy several books 
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and articles for my investigation. Unfortunately, most of the material was in Portuguese 
and a great deal of it was old, and therefore fragile, and could not be handled. 
Fortunately, however, the majority of the museum is dedicated to the art and history of 
the Maconde, the materials were plentiful, the librarians quite knowledgeable on the 
subject and extremely willing to help, and a few had even lived in Mozambique prior to 
the revolution and were able to recount firsthand experiences. 
The Assistant Director of the Maputo Museum of Art (there is another in Pemba, 
a city in the extreme northern portion of Mozambique), Mr. Hawn Harun, provided 
access to the computer database on Maconde art and the archives located in the basement 
of the museum. An English-speaking guide, Mr. Dionisio Samuel Mlila, conducted my 
almost daily tours of the museum and discussed the various forms of art and the artists. 
Before I left the United States, Dr. Mustafah Dhada, of Clark Atlanta University, 
was instrumental in arranging for me to meet with several local persons in Maputo. One, 
Mrs. Alda Costa, the Director of Cultural Affairs, discussed with me The Maconde 
Project, a major initiative the Office of Cultural Affairs is undertaking at this time. 
Another interview was with Mr. Harry West, who was at that time a Fulbright Fellow 
living and working in Maputo. Mr. West, now a professor at Iowa State University, 
provided me with a copy of a bibliography that he had managed to construct during his 
tenure in Maputo. 
Mrs. Harriet McGuire, Director of the United States Information Services (USIS) 
Office in Maputo, was instrumental in arranging an interview with Mr. Victor Sala, the 
Director of the School of Visual Arts, and a private viewing of the Museum of Natural 
History which is now closed for renovations and repairs. I met with workers at the 
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FREELIMO Museum and discussed the civil war and heard their personal opinions on 
what its effect has been on Mozambican life. Considerable time was spent at Nucleo (a 
government-established museum for young, contemporary Mozambican artists and at the 
government-sponsored Maconde Village observing the artists at work and talking with 
them about their many and varied styles and their approaches. I also visited many of the 
local artists’ markets. Although much of the craftwork to be found at these markets was 
very good, it was an opportunity to witness, firsthand, the true meaning of “Airport Art.” 
In Mozambique, the ceramicist Reinata was interviewed and observations of her 
work were made. Her kiln is located at the Nucleo Museum. An interpreter was 
necessary; however, she was able to provide a wealth of insight concerning the civil war 
and the history of the Maconde. 
In Dar es Salaam, I spent my time in the government controlled and sponsored 
Tanzanian Handicraft Market Corporation observing the artists at work. The majority of 
these artists were Makonde. 
In both areas, I was able to observe the people, whether Maconde or Makonde, at 
work, play. These observations enabled me to better understand what "drives" the 
Maconde/Makonde "artistic train" in both countries. Outside of my travels in Africa, 
extensive research was performed utilizing the many local libraries and the Library of 
Congress System, when necessary, to gain access to reference materials locally 
unavailable. 
CHAPTER 4 
RELIGION, THE SPIRITS AND ART 
A. Religion in Africa 
Long before Islam or Christianity arrived on the African continent, Africans 
engaged in worship. The vast majority of Africans traditionally believed in the concept 
of a God, a Supreme Being. Indigenous religions, however, had a decentralized concept 
of divinity. There are many concepts of God in Africa because of the diversity of African 
people worshipping throughout a vast continent. Some believe in God as the essence of 
universal powers, a concept known as Jok - “Jok like the wind or air, omnipresent, and 
like the wind, through its presence may be heard and appreciated, Jok has never been 
seen by anyone .... his dwelling is everywhere: in trees it may be, or in rocks and hills, 
in some springs and pools ... or vaguely in the air.”1 The universe and the force of life 
are all manifestations of God. The Ibo and the Yoruba of Nigeria believe in a Supreme 
Being, Olorun, who was assisted by smaller deities called Orishas, while the Kipsigis of 
Kenya believe in one God called Asis or Asista. 
For all, the universe is composed of three parts: the heavens, in which God 
resides along with the sun, moon and the stars; the earth, which is where man resides, 
'j H. Driberg, “The Lango,” quoted by Okot p’Bitek in Religion of the Central Luo (Nairobi. 
East African Literature Bureau, 1917), 50. 
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along with people, plants, mountains and rivers; and the underworld, where the spirits 
reside. Man is the main link between the heavens and the underworld. 
Totenism, the belief in an animal or natural object considered as being ancestrally 
related to a given kin and taken as its symbol, was extremely common in Africa before 
colonialism. Many African belief systems still include totenism, which knows no clearly 
definable difference between man and nature, the living and the dead, the divine and 
human, and the natural and the supernatural. They see the different elements in nature as 
expressions of God. 
Female religious figures are more likely to emerge from indigenous traditions 
than from broad-based Islamic or Christian traditions introduced in Africa. Indigenous 
religions are considerably less sexist.2 The Maconde, a matrilineal society, could not 
define the difference between man and nature, the living and the dead, the divine and the 
human, the natural and the supernatural. 
According to John Mbiti in his book Introduction to African Religion: 
Religion in Africa is not something that is simply practiced on a given day 
in a given building or place” . .. Because traditional religions permeate all 
the departments of life, there is no formal distinction between the sacred and 
the secular, between the religious and the non-religious, between the spiritual 
and the material areas of life. Wherever the African is, there is his religion: 
he carries it to the fields where he is sowing seeds or harvesting a new crop; 
he takes it with him to the beer party' or to attend a funeral ceremony.... 
Although many African languages do not have a word for religion as such, it 
Nevertheless accompanies the individual from long before his birth to long 
after his physical death. Through modem change these traditional religions 
2Ali A. Mazrui, The Africans. A Triple Heritage (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1986), 
135-157. 
44 
cannot remain intact, but they are by no means extinct. In times of 
crisis they often come to the surface, or people revert to them in 
secret.3 
B. Art and the Spirits 
Spirits are a life force with no concrete physical form. There are two types, 
natural spirits, which are associated with certain natural objects or forces in the sky or on 
the earth, and there are human spirits, which are the spirits of people who have died. 
Human spirits are relatives who have died in the distant past or more recently. When 
living things die, the spirits continue to exist. Just as you cannot see God, you cannot see 
spirits. When a person dies, he or she becomes a spirit with extra attributes that make 
him or her more powerful than human beings. The spirits of the dead continue to reside 
in the community and are actively involved in community life. As spirits, they act as 
intermediaries between God and those who are still alive. No African ritual fails to 
include ancestral spirits; they are always called upon to help in time of need. According 
to Mbiti, bad spirits can be harnessed, but only to do harm or evil. All spirits can be good 
or bad, depending on what they are being called upon to do. Although the word shetani 
means devil, after having viewed them in Maconde art and discussed with Maconde 
persons, I consider them not as bad spirits, but as mischief-makers. 
It can, by no means, be overemphasized that our present knowledge of the 
Maconde and their traditions is incomplete4. Before fully understanding their art and the 




reemergence of the shetani, some very important gaps will have to be closed. Perhaps the 
best known and the most often misunderstood case of artistic innovation in Africa, is that 
of the Maconde. Because many individuals do not understand Maconde art, they feel that 
it is patronage inspired, lacking meaning and/or cultural value. There is, however, too 
little known of Maconde history and art to speak definitively of their pre-European 
traditions and influences.5 
Based not only on folklore and religious myths, but mainly on the creative 
imagination of highly individualized and uninhibited artists, Maconde sculpture has, 
within recent years developed into one of Africa’s most noted new arts. The true value of 
Maconde art is in its absolute honesty revealing the physical aspects of men, 
animals and mythical creatures. The elongations and distortions of limbs, breasts and 
genitals depict the ancestral spirits and the powers that animate them. The daring of the 
Maconde artists and their absolute confidence in their abilities to produce macabre works 
of unusual rhythms and beauty are truly awe-inspiring. An important aspect of their 
work is the lack of repetition. Because the Maconde prefer to live alone, in small groups 
and away from other social groups, they have acquired a reputation of unfriendliness. 
This seclusion has, however, protected the sanctity of their secret societies, rituals and 
ceremonies and protected their art from not only foreign influence, but to a great extent 
the influence of their peers which could be prone to produce trendy shetani art. 
It is widely accepted that most of the Maconde are nominally Christian and that 
they adhere to a belief system dominated by a powerful internal force (ntela), the 
propitiation of ancestors and a concept of pervasive bush spirits (nnandenga). 
5J. Anthony Stout, Modem Makonde Sculpture (Nairobi: n.p., 1966), vii. 
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One of these bush spirits is the shetani. Oddly enough, the shetani was not the 
creature derived from a new concept. Prior to 1959, the Maconde were actually aware of 
this spirit but only in its dematerialized form. The Maconde people were accustomed to 
them (the shetani) causing road accidents, breaking pots and lurking in the latrines to 
cause dysentery - they were everywhere. Until that time, however, they had not been 
assigned a mental image - they had not been given a form. It is said that a certain 
Maconde artist, Samiki Likankoa, with a known penchant for alcohol and exaggeration, 
produced the first tangible replica of the shetani According to Likankoa, and other 
Maconde artists, he carved a binadamü and was taking it to Mohamed Peera (an art 
dealer and the first manager of the government formed organization N.A.T. (National 
Arts of Tanzania), when an arm accidentally fell off. Returning home with the figure, a 
disconsolate Samiki fell asleep and dreamed that his deceased father had appeared to him 
and told him to cut out the broken arm, remove the eyes and call it a shetani.6 (Shetani 
are thought to look like grotesque versions of human beings.) Creative ideas attributed to 
dreams have been frequently documented in African Art and are very common among the 
Maconde. 
It was immaterial that none of the Maconde had seen or made a shetani before. 
They had no intention of using it in their own community. In this case, however, 
tradition (Likankoa’s father) sanctioned innovation by relating it to tradition 
(nnandenga/shetani). Ironically, the situation introduced by foreign patronage paved the 
way for innovation. In precolonial art, object, symbol and function were a part of a 
highly structured system. However, the new genres, developed under colonialism feed 
6Sidney L. Kasfir, African Art and Authenticity: A Text with a Shadow (n.p ), 41-53. 
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upon situational (popular and tourist art) patronage. Patronage, though, could not 
persuade the Maconde who considered themselves true artists to produce a certain 
number of carvings of a certain type in a certain number of days, no matter how much it 
would have improved finances. Carving for the Maconde, is a form of meditation 
between the old life and the new one. Shetani carvings seemingly bridge the two worlds; 
they legitimize beliefs that encompass both worlds - the old one in the plateau homeland 
and the new, outside of the homeland.7 
Exactly what, then, was it about this newly materialized form that gave it so much 
power? In a University of Florida Publication, African Art: Permutations of Power, one 
section entitled "Transferred and Adapted Power," has captured the very essence of why 
the tangible shetani “took root.” One contributor, Susan Cooksey, concluded that. 
Although the source of power of an African object is believed to derive 
from supernatural or spiritual focus, the application of the power is directed 
by the people who use it. Sometimes power is rechanneled to a different 
object and for another purpose. When an object’s power changes over time, 
its original purpose will not be its final one. Power may also be transferred 
to a similar object, its original object; its original function continuous or only 
slightly modified.... Power may be transferred to a separate but similar object 
(i.e., from sculpture to pottery or from the artist to the art) extending the range of 
the original object’s power in time and space.8 
A second object, more suited to the needs of a new owner, may be imbued with power 
transferred from the first object. The new object may offer protection, healing or 
identification for its new owner. 
701u Oguibe and Okwai Enwezor, Reading the Contemporary African Art from Theory to the 
Marketplace (Cambridge. The MIT Press, 1999), 104-108. 
8Roy Sieber, African Art: Permutations of Power (University of Florida: Ham Museum of Art, 
1997), 7. 
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Considerable information has been presented concerning transferred and adapted 
power. However, to insure harmony of thought, power is defined as having great ability 
to do; the ability to control others; having influence or dominion over another. When 
queried about the meaning of power, some of the students involved in the Ham 
Exhibition Eminent Scholar Graduate Project, at the University of Iowa, replied in the 
following manner: “Power originates from an invisible and incomprehensible source, yet 
becomes visible and tangible in effect. It is expressed as a concealed or revealed force, 
channeled through religious or chiefly authority.” (Nancy Millington)9 “It is an 
ineffable force that stems from belief in greater than human force. The need for a belief 
in power emanates from a desire to protect and enhance human life. The concept of 
power springs from a fear of destruction as well as hope for order and balance. African 
objects of power express the dual nature of these extremes.” (Susan Cooksey)10 “It can 
occur as an earthly or spiritual plan and is often manifested through a visual image. 
Sometimes the planes intertwine, as in divine kingship or in secret society masquerades.” 
(Barbara Thompson)11 
The art of Africa eludes generalized description. The art of Mozambique’s 
Maconde - probably the most uninhibited of all African artists - includes a descriptive 
’period.’ The Maconde artists of the colonial period shared an historical consciousness, 





of the revolutionary and post revolutionary periods reflected the radical changes of those 
periods. It is said that a work of art is the deposit of a social relationship; and, we can 
most certainly see the results of those deposits from the colonial period until the present. 
The nagging question is, what was the status of social relationships prior to colonialism? 
Seemingly unimportant, it is a question whose answer is of great value in reaching 
a rationally based conclusion to the question posed in this thesis: To what extent has the 
shetani icon in Maconde Art been elevated to the status of deity; and what powers has it 
been endowed with to transform the lives of its "worshippers?" 
C. Religion and the Arts 
Christian missionaries and Islamic clerics dismissed as fetishes the art used in 
African religions. A fetish is made by art; any object believed by superstitious people to 
have magical power; or, any thing or activity to which one is irrationally devoted. Susan 
Blier is quoted in Bates, Mudimbe and O5Barr’s Africa and the Disciplines as saying that 
a fetish is an idea that one chooses to believe, no matter how irrational its foundation. By 
this, she was also referring to the retention of ideas whether invented or found.12 Fetish is 
a provocative term with a long and diffuse history. Like customs, fetishes are things of 
value because they confer identity. Custom and tradition are also two words that one 
hears often in the context of African art. African art is labeled traditional, meaning that 
the object has some form of formal continuity with the past. Custom denotes ideas of 
12Robert H. Bates, V. Y. Mudimbe and Jean O’Barr, Africa and the Disciplines. The Contributions 
of Research in Africa to the Social Sciences and Humanities (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1993), 139-147. 
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familiarity based on one’s ways and ideas. An object believed by superstitious people to 
have powers, an activity to which one is irrationally devoted, an idea one chooses to 
believe no matter how irrational its foundation: — if believed to have powers, does not an 
object have them? If one is truly devoted to an object, is that, therefore, irrational? In 
reviewing the definitions provided for the term fetish, could not the Christian cross be 
considered as such by the followers of Islam? Could not those who ascribe to the beliefs 
of Buddha and/or those who practice Druidism consider this same cross as a fetish? 
Cannot the shetani be ascribed the status of deity? Just as we cannot validate the truths 
and untruths associated with the various religions of the world, neither can we ascribe to 
those same truths and untruths when defining the ‘religious’ art of Africa. 
From the Renaissance to the end of the eighteenth century, Euro¬ 
peans tended to fetishize the native peoples with whom they came 
into contact by viewing them simultaneously as monstrous forms 
of humanity and as quintessential objects of desire. Whence the 
alternative impulses to exterminate and to redeem the native 
peoples.... When a given part of humanity compulsively defines 
itself as the pure type of mankind in general and defines all other 
parts of the human species as inferior, flawed, degenerate or 
‘savage,’ I call this an instance of fetishism.13 
Art has been known to be used ‘religiously’ in a number of ways in Africa. 
Whether or not kings were explicitly divine or sacred, royal ceremonials and religious 
practices in Africa are closely related. Many monarchs and their families live in 
massively constructed residences, which incorporate religious features such as those 
found in temples and mosques, with attributes of sacred presence. In many African 
countries, royal and religious art share key features. The royal drums of Yoruba, the 
double bells of the Rungu, the royal stools of the Akan, the golden stool of the Asante, 
13Ibid. 
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and the fly whisk of the Dahomey are all religious as well as royal art. They are African 
religious icons. 
An image becomes an icon when it becomes a forceful presentation of cultural 
ideas. An icon is art, with a religious icon being religious art. It is a powerful image that 
causes one to feel and internalize a culture. An icon has the special ability to forge 
individual psyches into a collective one, thereby, creating a national consciousness. This 
is an ongoing process of which the citizenry is unaware. Oftentimes, icons are 
camouflaged, as in Maconde art, so that they may be better able to affect the individual 
psyche on a subliminal level. The Maconde shetani is an icon. It is art and it is spiritual 
(religious). Again then, the question is to what level has it been elevated, with what 
powers has it been endowed, and can it transform the lives of its “worshippers?” 
CHAPTER 5 
MACONDE ARTISTS WHOSE WORKS DEPICT THE IMAGE OF THE 
SHETANI 
A. Reinata Sadimba Reinata 
“The most significant development in Maconde art since independence occurred 
in a village close to Mueda: a woman called Reinata produced a ceramic statue.”1 
Pottery, traditionally, was restricted to women, just as woodcarving was to men. Pottery, 
however, is very important among the Maconde because of its everyday usage. It is felt 
that Reinata’s dedication to creating new shapes from clay was her way of trying to 
recover the prestige and influence that women once had in the Maconde matrilineal 
society. 
The story of the Maconde creation referred to in the introduction of this thesis 
holds some important aspects for understanding the Maconde people. They were brought 
into existence by a female carved figure that came to life, had a child and became the 
mother of all Maconde. The story provides the link to the matrilineal (tracing descent 
exclusively through the female line) nature of the society and to the ancient family 
worship in which a wooden statue of a woman represented the origins of each line. 
Many societies, African, Western, Mid-Eastern, European develop kinship groupings, 




roles, and relationships through the female line. For example, as a result of the many 
pogroms against the Jewish people ending with their men being killed and their women 
raped and abused by non-Jewish males, lineage is established through the mother. 
On the other hand, women's dowries or 'bride-price’ attest to their value in certain 
communities. However, in the Maconde society, inheritances based on relationships can 
be traced to the mother’s side of the family. Maconde society had no lineal chiefs - 
kinship and community determined leadership roles. One’s first loyalty was to his or her 
htawa (matrilineal relatives). Family groups were centered on the maternal uncle, 
nzomba, under whose authority his sisters lived with their husbands. It was his sisters 
and their children that provided subsistence to the community (they were responsible for 
the planting, tending and harvesting of all crops). For this reason, it was necessary to 
guarantee the stability of the sisterly group. Marriages were arranged, therefore, based 
entirely on lineage decisions and did not consider women’s wishes; once married, a 
Maconde male went to live in the village of his wife’s family.2 
[The purpose in sharing the above is to enhance understanding of what makes the 
ceramicist, Reinata, ’tick'.] Although a matrilineal society, with wealth and/or power 
being associated with the female, Maconde culture dictated that sculpture rested solely in 
the masculine domain. Carving is a highly recognized skill among the Maconde. These 
skills are passed from father to son. Because of the sanctity of masks based upon their 
usage, masks are carved in a secret place, forbidden to women. In fact, it is a crime for a 
woman to see a mask outside of the context of the occasion for which it was created. 
2John Stoner, Makonde (New York: The Rosen Publishing Group, Inc., 1998), 6-60. 
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The M’piko, which today represents both men and women (the name of the mask and the 
dance), was designed to instill terror in women and children and was only performed by 
men. The oldest examples of the mask exclusively represented men. 
In most African societies, religion and association with ancestors impact on daily 
life. Gods and the ancestors provided for the people the wherewithal to acquire the 
daily needs to sustain life. Providing for others’ needs can and does in some instances 
determine power over the receiver. If, in the Maconde culture, women were the 
providers, did they not need “divine” guidance and help, and if so, why were they being 
taught to fear the very things (ancestors, spirits, and gods) they depended upon to guide 
them? Could this “seeming” contradiction affect the psyche of one bom and raised in 
Maconde culture? How has this dichotomy affected Reinata and her art? 
Reinata Sadimba Reinata was bom approximately 50 years ago in the province of 
Cabo Delgado, Mozambique. Her name means “warrior of much fight.” Reinata started 
as a utilitarian ceramicist making everyday cooking utensils. Over time, she started 
decorating them with motifs inspired by her traditional culture. This decorating aspect 
gained her increasing local and ultimately international attention. Her figures and figurai 
elaborations of pots and vessels have a playful narrative dimension. While firmly linked 
to Maconde traditions, their imaginative inventiveness, humor and ingenuity often bring 
comic interpretation to Maconde mythology and custom. (See figs. 6 and 7) 
I had the opportunity to meet, visit, and work with Reinata for approximately four 
weeks during the month of July 1999. Reinata is a very pleasant woman of an 








difficult to decide if Reinata was quiet, retiring, merely shy or coyly making an 
assessment of her assessor. She did not, or refused to, speak Portuguese and could not 
(according to her) read or write Portuguese or the language of the Maconde. Given these 
facts, one would assume that Reinata was illiterate. Reinata, by western standards and 
her own culture, is uneducated, but illiterate, she is not! In addition to illiterate meaning 
not knowing how to read or write, illiterate is also defined as having or showing limited 
knowledge or experience, or culture. Reinata possesses knowledge, experience, and 
culture, which she expresses in her art. 
When we talked, Reinata’s niece, Fatima, who speaks both Portuguese and 
Maconde, translated from Maconde to Portuguese to a translator who translated from 
Portuguese to English (Viler Tunduro). (See fig. 8) Though bits of information may 
have been lost in the translation, this is what I gained from Reinata and her experiences. 
For any question she chose not to answer, she simply shrugged her shoulders as if she did 
not understand. I did, however, perceive a glint in her eyes that said - “I understand yet I 
choose not to answer.” 
Reinata is truly unsure of her age, but knows for certain that she was bom in the 
province of Cabo Delgado. In fact, most of her family still resides in that area. She only 
recently moved to Maputo. She is the mother of several sons and no daughters, hence her 
very close relationship with her niece. [Some reference materials state that Reinata’s sons 
were all killed during the civil war, however, she communicated to me that they were all 
alive and well and periodically show up to take all of her money ] Her husband 
disappeared during the Mozambican revolution. She does not know if he is deceased or 
simply chose to 'move on.' 
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Figure 8 
Fatima, Emess, Reinata and Tunduro 
A beautiful woman, with regal dignity, Reinata proudly wears the marks of 
scarification. (See fig. 9) Scarification is making superficial cuts into the skin (the 
Maconde had a standard pattern) and then rubbing ash into them until they heal, leaving a 
permanent pattern. Scarification, along with filing their teeth and wearing lip plugs, are 
standard adornment rituals among the Maconde. When we discussed this process and the 
pain that I felt might have been associated with it, she implied that it held a deeper 
meaning... one, however, that she could not explain. Not that she was loath to, but that 
it was so entrenched in culture and tradition, I would not or could not understand. We 
spoke of her “entrance” into what is generally known among the Maconde as a male 
dominated society. In order to support her family she was, even though the subsistence 
provider, 'forced to take on the role of the man.' Ironically, Reinata did not think of this 
as an honor but as a price she had to pay for nonadherence to tradition. Other than to say 
that she was (through no fault of her own) separated from her family, because of this dual 
responsibility, she would not explain. 
Reinata’s present address in Maputo, Mozambique, is the Museum of Natural 
History. Her artistic offerings are all created in a small workroom behind the museum. 
The Mozambican government has recognized Reinata as a national treasure, and in an 
effort to protect her and to benefit from the proceeds from her work, moved her home to 
this location. Her kiln is located only a few blocks away at the site of a government- 





Reinata, being from this region, is not just an artist, but a walking, breathing work 
of art depicting ritual and traditional. Her scarification reflects not only tradition but an 
artistic message emanating from her. 
Reinata uses a medium (clay) which has not been a traditional medium of 
Maconde men. The Maconde men of Mozambique, primarily from the northeastern 
region, are known throughout the world for their rich artistic traditions. Their medium is 
mainly wood (ebony and rosewood). Although these traditions include expressive and 
beautiful masks and sculptures, their most noticeable art in everyday life is their body 
decorations. 
Some of Reinata’s art takes the form of personal suffering. When questioned 
about the grotesqueness of some of her pieces, she simply replies, “See what happens 
when you don’t adhere?” (See fig. 10) Though a great number of her pieces depict 
misshapen and oftentimes grotesque representations, many examples depict brevity, 
happy relationships, familial occasions, solemnity, sexuality, birth, and the finality of 
death. 
When I asked her niece if she was also proficient in ceramics and why there were 
no other women visibly working in this area, her response was that she could create art 
from pottery (although she was not as good as Reinata). However, according to Fatima, 
Maconde law dictates that only one woman at a time is permitted to work in the area of 
art. 
Much of African art is concerned with ritual functions associated with magical 
and religious presence (the shetani). Reinata’s works seemingly acknowledge the 
Figure 10 
A Head for Business 
63 
fullness of power and nature’s place in everyday functionality. Her pottery is molded 
into half human figures, half, animal. (See fig. 11) The shetani is present, however, 
she maintains the traditional geometric designs used in Maconde pottery. (See fig. 12) 
Although Reinata’s pottery has no religious pertinency (it is not marked by the 
attributes of various/certain deities), attention is drawn to its distinctness. Her pottery 
calls out for discovery - it challenges the viewer to ferret out the conditions which lie 
behind it - its hidden meaning. One senses in her work an understanding of power and 
possibly Reinata's wielding of her power through her art. Susan Cooksey, University of 
Florida, refers to this power as ‘transferred and adopted power.’ 
Although the source of power of an African object is believed to derive 
from supernatural or spiritual forces, the application of the power is directed 
by the people who use it. Sometimes power is rechanneled to a different 
object or for another purpose. When an object’s power changes over time, 
its original purpose will not be its final one. Power may also be transferred 
to a similar object, its original function continuous or only slightly modified.3 
B. Malangatana Valente Ngwenva 
At the end of the 1940s, a position asserting the individuality of Mozambican 
culture began to emerge. This was linked to the nationalist movement, and was found 
among a few intellectuals who understood the process of nationalist politics and anti¬ 
fascism. The movement became known as "a return to origin."4 
Colonial fascism had always sought to suppress African traditions. The entire 
Portuguese educational system scorned them and tried to impose capitalist principles of 
western Christian civilization. The movement to rediscover African traditions, however, 
3Roy Sieber, African Art: Permutations of Power (University of Florida: Harn Museum of Art, 
1997), 7. 
‘'Danielson, Exhibition Workshop. 18-42. 
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Figure 11 
The Quack of Cabo Delgado 
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Figure 12 
The King of Cabo Delgado 
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was opposed in art to the then dominant position of only exhibiting works in the western 
and Portuguese schools.5 
Breaking from Portuguese expectations, Malangatana Valente Ngwenya held his 
first exhibition in Maputo, whose theme "spoke of things from the past."6 He wanted to 
assert, and he did, that one could be civilized without links with his ancestral traditions. 
Malangatana did not paint out of the tradition of his social group, the Ronga, but of the 
Maconde tradition. By asserting himself, he was able to reveal his strength in expressing 
his cultural personality and how colonial oppression had failed in its attempt to destroy 
ancestral values. 
Hailed by international critics as one of the major and most genuine African 
muralists and painters, Malangatana did not complete his formal education and had no 
formal training in art. He was the product of humble rural beginnings, the son of a South 
African miner and an artist of sorts. His mother was a tattoo artist and beadworker. Even 
as a small child he liked to draw and paint, most often done in the sand for lack of paper. 
Unfortunately, Malangatana's mother became ill, forcing him to leave school, live with 
his grandmother, and begin a tough apprenticeship in survival. However, he never 
wasted an opportunity to draw and to paint. 
Because of Malangatana’s early maturity, owed to the sorrows of his life, his 
works depicted monsters, decapitated bodies, and anguished looks. According to him, 
the world was worth only what material he could collect in it to put in his drawings.7 
5Ibid. 
‘Ibid. 
7Danielson, Exhibition Workshop. 18-42. 
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The faces that he drew repeated themselves until they filled the entire paper - figures 
twisted by unending bitterness. 
Malangatana is as accomplished as a poet as an artist, not to mention his passion 
for music. In a short biography of himself, he wrote: 
I do paint for pleasure, not as a profession, but because I love art and 
poetry. Apart from this, poetry is art written on white paper without 
colour and in repeated letters, but poetry in a picture has life, smell and 
movement also ... and I will even say that wherever I am, I shall be 
painting. .. .8 
More than minimally affected by his surroundings, Malangatana's powerful 
imagery weaves together the strands of an indigenous culture with those of an imposed 
one (colonialism and life's tough breaks). His works reflect all of the stresses and strains 
of their inherent dichotomies. In fact, his paintings appear to be a form of exorcism. 
Malangatana uses colors of rich reds, dark purples, intense cadmium yellows and 
oranges, which are heavy but luminous, like stained glass. He uses them to portray the 
spirit world -- to depict conflict, struggle, rape, seduction, religious ritual, witchcraft and 
initiation rites. Within his paintings, magic and evil coexist with love and procreation, 
pain and passion. His paintings are crammed with voluptuous nudes, masses of heads, 
limbs, bellies, breasts, images of the cross, possession and various creatures with claws 
and fangs (shetani). (See figs. 13 and 14) 
The social and political conditions of the time also played an important role in the 
development of Mozambican arts. Making their appearance in the arts were symbols of 
colonial power, the political repression and the psychological conflicts of a society in 
8Jean Kennedy, New Currents. Ancient Rivers: Contemporary African Artists in a Generation of 
Change (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 150-152. 
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Figure 13 






Don’t Strike Down Birds That Fly Free 
Once They’ve Learnt to Spread Their Wings 
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transition. The characteristics of such art can be found in Malangatana, as well as the 
Maconde carvers and other Mozambican artists. Inhabited by human and animal beings, 
the art, which represented both cultures, was an experience of the community in an effort 
to change reality. According to Malangatana, "Art for me is a collective expression that 
comes from the uses and customs of the people and leads to their social, mental, cultural 
and political evolution."9 (see figs. 15 and 16) 
According to African tradition, the artist does not inherit only knowledge, he 
comes invested with magical powers that make him a medium, a messenger from the 
underworld of spirits.10 Malangatana, a product of double standards - the assimilation 
of European values and the traditional African world — is as convoluted as the human 
forms he paints. Is there no wonder that this possessor of multiple talents, of unbridled 
creativity, of intense strength and steeped in traditions is not himself possessed? 
C. Chanuo Maundu 
The Maconde word for statue of wood is lichinamu, the singular form of 
machinamu, the benevolent lineage spirits through whom prayers were offered up to the 
Supreme Being, Nnungu. In the past, these figures could only be produced with the 
approval of the lineage head, who was the principal living heir with the machinamu and 
controlled access to them. Now, they are produced by the many talented Maconde 
carvers such as Maundu. 
901u Oguibe and Okwai Enwezor, Reading the Contemporary African Art from Theory to the 







From Rovuma to Maputo 
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Chanuo Maundu is considered to be one of the most original, inventive and 
prolific of the Maconde carvers. Highly accomplished in all three of the carving genres, 
binadamu, ujamaa and shetani, he became known as 'Master of Makonde 
Blackwood Art.’ 
He was an expert at carving "elders from the old days" and "astonishing and 
frightening" things.11 Chanuo's father was a famous nalomba (ritual expert) for the male 
initiation rites. He was also a diviner (maiyangu), a healer (muntela), an anti-witchcraft 
specialist and a carver of M’piko masks. Bom in Ntoli, Mozambique, one of the most 
remote villages on the Maconde plateau, he never learned to read or write. He left home 
to earn money by working in the fields. Ultimately, Maundu found himself in Dar es 
Salaam, Tanzania, in the ‘yard’ of Muhamed Peera, one of a select group of carvers. 
Muhamed Peera was known to cultivate the skills of talented Maconde carvers. Those 
whom he discovered to be exceptional, he brought to live with him, took care of them and 
paid them a small stipend. His home was affectionately known as the‘yard.’ When in 
1970 Peera's business was nationalized and merged with the N.A.T., Chanuo became 
very dissatisfied with the new arrangements and left, along with others, to set up new 
workshops in Teneke, Mozambique. Eventually, he became an independent carver, 
negotiating his own sales. 
Chanuo placed great emphasis on originality. His aim was to astonish the viewer 
with extraordinary, unique images. He was once heard to say that his skill involved the 
combining of his thoughts to create something that has never been seen before. Chanuo 
"Zachary Kingdon, “Chanuo Maundu - Master of Blackwood Maconde Art,” African Arts 
(Autumn 1996) Vol. XXI, No. 4, 56-61. 
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further stated that if one wanted to carve, it was necessary that he/she should visualize 
only in the sphere of the Maconde culture.12 Chanuo conceived of culture not as 
primarily a visible material category, but rather as something that provides one with an 
identity and an awareness of one’s situation in the world. It involves a certain 
consciousness and a mode of self-understanding such that if one disregards it, one is 
already lost.13 
In precolonial society, Maconde sculpture was geared toward fulfilling the 
requirements of a particular social event. Chanuo’s sculpture was not tied to a specific 
function beyond its function as a commodity to be sold for cash.14 This point is very 
enlightening and extremely important. Unlike most Maconde artists, Chanuo was saying 
that his work was not intended to represent a spirit of any kind, but to relate to a 
particular mode or feeling. Having once said that in order to carve, one need only to be 
exposed to Maconde culture, placed in conflict his claims of individuality. Maconde 
sculpture was and is carved as spirit representative as opposed to modes of being or 
feeling. The images he carved were perceived as something known to Maconde and 
others having knowledge of the shetani, but also as something quite unknown. (See figs. 










(People who have been enchanted by a sorcerer to do his bidding) 
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Figure 19 
Ntukule na Ngang’ole 
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A great artist, Chanuo died in 1994 in poverty and relative obscurity, never having 
fulfilled his most pressing ambition — to think of a completely new style of carving 
unlike any other, which would be wholly his own and unavailable in any shops.15 
The works of Reinata, Malangatana, and Chanuo are all representative of 
contemporary Maconde art in Mozambique. Their works are similar in their inclusion of 
the shetani, yet they are as different as night is from day. In the case of Reinata, terms 
normally thought to describe the male in the household — strong, supportive, the 
breadwinner - apply to her demeanor. These attributes, her strength, supportiveness and 
ability to earn, are not, however, apparent in her works. Her works are all representative 
of the female gender. In them one is able to readily recognize the soft, full-bodied 
roundness of a woman (see figs 6 and 7,11 and 12). The faces, whether human, animal, 
or shetani, have smiles or masks exuding peace, serenity, or passivity. These attributes 
are also evident in her masculine works - ‘A Head for Business’ and ‘The King of 
Delgado’ (see figs. 10 and 12). In ‘A Head for Business,’ (fig. 10) while the head is seen 
detached from the body, implying that the figure does not have a head for business, note 
the relaxed state of the body, itself. Her work, Bloodsuckers (fig. 7) is equally notable. 
The figures’ face implies a sense of serenity even though the children appear to be 
consuming it. Note the many holes and children coming and going from each of them. 
They have literally taken over (“... my sons periodically come and take my money... ”)! 
The titles she has accorded them are comic, expectant or classic examples of the matter of 
fact: ‘The Quack of Cabo Delgado,’ ‘Pregnant News,’ and ‘A Head for Business.’ Her 
works are also neutral in color, never striving for attention in other than what they 
15Ibid. 
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represent. Reinata has access to patina and glazing, yet she refuses to use any adornment 
other than a piece of lead (metal) to design her figures. She elects to keep her works 
simple. She has chosen to have them speak for themselves! 
On the other hand, the works of Malangatana show turmoil, confusion and ooze 
sexual innuendoes. Four works have been chosen in this research to denote the strength 
of Malangatana and his works. Although strong, he is nonetheless confused about the 
‘true’ Malangatana. Is he African or European, Ronga or Maconde? Some of his works 
show an insatiable appetite for sex. Again, the works represent the artist’s preoccupation 
with the subject at hand. In his paintings note the lack of space. Figures are almost 
always on top of each other (figs. 13-16). The boldness and strength of color (figs. 13-16) 
and the beautiful (fig. 16), sometimes nude females are stunningly positioned to elicit a 
sense of arduous, almost unbearable intensity. 
Reinata, obviously as a result of the alleged loss of her sons and husband by the 
revolution, chooses to ignore this aspect of Mozambican life in her works. Malangatana, 
on the other hand, often peppers his works with revolutionary figures and weapons (fig. 
16), from Rovuma to Maputo. Here is the face of Samores Machel and several soldiers 
with weapons. Some of the titles of his works not shown in this research vividly reflect 
his feelings about this era of Mozambican life: ‘Do you remember those who came 
bleeding?’ ‘Requiem for flower growers on bomb-tom lands’; and, ‘My flute sings 
endless songs about freedom.’ His poetry often reflected similar feelings: “ ... We are 
men weary of chains. For us freedom means more than life. We look to you, brother, to 
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stretch out not the hand of charity that humiliates and confuses, but the hand of solidarity 
in conscious commitment ” 16 
The works of Chanuo are still different. His acknowledgement of the shetani is 
quite literally almost 100 percent, whereas Reinata and Malangatana acknowledge the 
shetani’s presence, as well as other life situations. Chanuo is almost universally known 
for his interest in sorcery and the supernatural. This preoccupation has been strongly 
influenced by his father’s vocation.17 This outward appearance unfortunately limits those 
lacking knowledge of Maconde history — a history of which his carving The Three 
Mandandosa (fig. 18) is quite representational. It is said that the Mandandosa were used, 
in the old days, for spying on enemy settlements when the Maconde used to engage in 
interlineage warfare. Their large eyes represent supernatural vision (footnote). The most 
interesting aspect of this piece is the style in which it was carved. It was accomplished 
‘in the round,’ meaning that no matter from which direction one views it, it will always 
be the ‘front.’ Not only are the large eyes of the piece in possession of supernatural 
visions, but the entire piece is, as well. Whether or not Chanuo and the other Maconde 
artists want others to have access to this and other knowledge surrounding the Maconde 
is a mystery, as we have learned from their history. Figure 17, ‘Something Astonishing,’ 
is astonishing in that it is not Chanuo’s only work to be titled by the same name. One can 
only wonder when Chanuo refers to his works as astonishing is, is he simply referring to 
the astonishment of his talent, or could it be his country, his people, or merely himself? 
16Danielson, 18-42. 
l7Kingdon, Chanuo Maundu. 56-61. 
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As previously stated, these three are all artists, all individual, and all are either 
Mozambican, Maconde, or a combination of both. What makes them alike is their shared 
common artistic linkage to shetani iconography. They, along with their art, are excellent 
representations of how the shetani can be universal but singular - contextualized to 
represent the personal, the collective, and the concomitant struggle of the personal with 
that of the social and political collective. 
In analyzing the emergence of the shetani in Mozambican art, one must discover 
the countless common features that define Mozambican artists’ artistic expression. These 
artistic expressions, however, cannot be confined to the shetani and the shetani alone. 
Though available to anyone and everyone, as a source of inspiration, the shetani affects 
one only on an individual basis of acceptance and need. In other words, an individual is 
free to believe in whatever he chooses - God, Buddha, the shetani -- however, whatever 
it is that he chooses to believe in benefits him and him only. Depending upon what one 
chooses his benefits to be and the extent of his needs, his benefits are then so derived. As 
witnessed by the works of these three artists, their common ties of need led them to 
accept this representation as a deity, to expand their creativity by using it as the 
cornerstone for their works, and in so doing, to gain universal status for the Maconde and 
Mozambique in the world of art. 
CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 
Over the course of this century, historical knowledge of Africa's artistic past has 
grown rapidly. Prior to World War I, little was known of the treasures of the Benin 
Empire or the gold-weights of the Ashanti. However, as the sculpture of the Maconde 
and the bronzes of the Obu emerged, they became icons for Africa's rich artistic past. 
African art poses special problems. A true appreciation of it calls for familiarity 
with African manners and customs. African carvers, metalworkers, painters and potters 
are intermediaries between the living and the dead. They are magicians seeking to 
invoke the unseen; they are storytellers who work with symbols and abstractions. What 
they create is functional yet collective art. The final product may, in addition to its initial 
intent, represent a social function. What is its meaning? What impact does the artist’s 
life have on a particular artistic offering? 
It has commonly been asserted that there is no 'art for art's sake' in Africa. The 
African artist produces an object that has value in itself. At the time of creation, 
composition, color, form are of no consideration. The value is in its attempt to edify, 
instruct, commemorate and/or serve similar purposes. 
To the traditional Maconde artists, art is a spiritual way of life. It is also a means 
of projecting their ideas about life. The artists’ traditions and folklore are so entrenched 
in their feelings and thoughts that they are inherent to the artists themselves. 
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The Maconde artists do not need anyone to remind them that they are Maconde or 
African — they take their Africanism for granted. 
The influence of European culture on the Maconde made them more conscious of 
themselves and their traditions (culture). After the shock of conquest, a self-conscious¬ 
ness developed which made possible the spiritual rebirth of the culture. Except for the 
things ancestral, the shetani are the most powerful example of collective memory in 
Maconde art, referring as they do to a set of beliefs about nature. At the same time, they 
are an invention for a modem audience of foreigners. 
When initially embarking upon this investigation, everything that I had read about 
Maconde art and culture gave the impression that belief in the shetani is a Maconde 
tradition, that it had no effect upon people from other cultures. This investigation has 
revealed that that notion was untrue. In Mozambique, in cultures other than the 
Maconde, the shetani is recognized and respected. 
Reinata, Malangatana and Chanuo are all Mozambican, however, only Reinata 
and Chanuo are Maconde. Malangatana is of the Ronga people. They have differing 
backgrounds, varied amounts of Western education, are of different sexes and are 
motivated in their creativity for diverse reasons. Most importantly, their genres are 
different: one works with clay, one with paints, and one works with wood. There is, 
however, a tie that binds. Herbert Marcuse, in his book, The Aesthetic Dimension, states 
that “The truth of art lies in this: that the world really is as it appears in the work of art.”1 
If Marcuse is correct, the world in which these three individuals live is the tie that 
'Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension: Toward a Critique of Marxist Aesthetics (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1978), 32-33. 
binds. Their world is not one of Mozambique, nor one of the Maconde. Their world is 
one of misery, unhappiness and suffering. Their world is that of the shetani. 
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From their world, a range of emotions seems to explode from within. That same 
emotion, known to Black Americans in churches all over the United States on Sunday 
mornings after a ‘ hard-day’s-night,’ as the spirit. The enormous anxiety associated with 
the circumstances of difficulty incites people to believe in the unknown, in spirits, in 
god/God. Belief in God, Mohammed, Buddha, nature and the shetani enables a society to 
continue functioning in a given manner. By believing in those icons of deity, one can be 
absolved of those tasks and/or acts too different to plan. 
There is an adage that proclaims that one can identify a tree by the ffuit it bears. 
In other words, worshippers of Christ can be identified by their Christlike behavior and 
respect for symbols such as the cross and communion, while worshippers of Allah for 
their adherence to the laws of the Quran and their devotion to prayer five times per day. 
Can we not then identify worshippers of the shetani by the deliberate and diligent 
devotion afforded their creative renderings of the shetani? 
God can be defined as any of various beings conceived of as supernatural, 
immortal and having special powers over the lives and affairs of people and the course of 
nature. The shetani is a spirit. Is not shetani supernatural? Are not supernatural beings 
immortal? Have we not seen that the shetani has special powers over the lives of 
Reinata, Malangatana and Chanuo? By asking and answering these questions, can we not 
deduce that the shetani is a god and considering the reverence and devotion accorded by 
the three artists studied, the shetani is worshipped? 
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By acknowledging affirmative responses to the above proffered questions, this 
investigation concludes that the shetani has been elevated, both consciously and 
unconsciously, to the status of deity. Furthermore, it has, simply by being available, been 
endowed with the power to release its ‘believers’ from their mental and physical 
struggles, thereby acquiring the designation “worshipped.” 
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